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ZINGARO, ARTIST;

The principal concern of the Bible is the problem of the
salvation of man. This "salvation" involves forgiveness of
sins, acceptance by God, divine guidance in Christian living, and eventual eternal life. According to the Bible, all
of these blessings are available through Christ to the
believer. They are all expressions of God's grace and are
freely bestowed on those who have faith. The faith necessary for the reception of these blessings may be described
as trust in God, commitment to God, love for God, surrender to God. It involves personal decision, and it is
within the reach of all.
The Bible also teaches with great clarity that those who
refuse to commit themselves to God and to accept Christ
as Saviour will not be saved. Contrary to the belief of
many, such persons will not live eternally in an ever-burning
hell. They will eventually be annihilated because they
have not chosen the way of life. "He who believes in the
Son has eternal life; he who does not obey the Son shall
not see life, but the wrath of God rests upon him." John
3:36, R.S.V.
The Christian philosophy of salvation is based on the
love of God. This love was revealed most fully through
Christ. Even in their judgmental aspects, the dealings of
God with man reflect divine love; for to allow sin and
suffering to exist eternally would surely not be the way of
infinite love.
This evangelical concept of the gospel has been challenged by the non-Christian world, and also by many who
consider themselves Christians. There is much confusion
regarding the meaning of such terms as "salvation," "atonement," "faith," and "grace." One of the most recent of these
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challenges is found in an article in the April, 1963, issue
of Theology Today published by the Princeton Theological
Seminary. The article is entitled, "Christ's Atonement and
the Non-Christian," and is written by W. Burnet Easton, Jr.,
Associate Professor of Theology, Institute for Christian
Leadership, Bloomfield College, Bloomfield, New Jersey.
This article is a very clearly written expression of a viewpoint that is definitely out of harmony with the evangelical
position described above.
Dr. Easton's basic concern is the resentment of adherents
of non-Christian religions at "being doomed for committing sins they do not understand as sin and for not
believing in a Christ of whom they have never heard."—
Page 61.
The evangelical Christian immediately thinks of Paul's
way of dealing with this problem. He said, "When Gentiles
who have not the law do by nature what the law requires,
they are a law to themselves, even though they do not have
the law. They show that what the law requires is written
on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness
and their conflicting thoughts accuse or perhaps excuse
them on that day when, according to my gospel, God judges
the secrets of men by Christ Jesus." Romans 2:14-16, R.S.V.
If we understand Paul correctly, we do not have to conclude that non-Christians are "being doomed for committing
sins they do not understand as sin and for not believing in
a Christ of whom they have never heard." Apparently, God
in His love has a way of dealing with this problem.
Dr. Easton believes that the solution for the tension between Christianity and non-Christian religions is to be
found in a reinterpretation of the atonement. He suggests
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that "the primary function of the atonement is not to solve
the problem of sin, but the problem of suffering and evil
in human existence."—Page 67. Regarding man's sinful nature,
Dr. Easton declares, "If man is a sinner, and he is, it is because
God made him that way, or, at least, created him of a nature
and in a situation where sin was virtually the inevitable result. Therefore, ultimately and logically the responsibility is
God's and God owes man forgiveness and reconciliation."—
Page 67.
At this point, Dr. Easton and evangelical Christians part
company. It is neither consistent nor necessary to assume that
sin was virtually inevitable for man. If a child rebels against
a wise and loving parent, it is cruel to assume that the parent
must be at fault and that he "owes" forgiveness to the child.
We are reminded of some immature and impetuous youth who
defend their irresponsibility by exclaiming, "We didn't ask to
be born!" If a parent forgives his child—as good parents are
inclined to do—his forgiveness reflects love rather than obligation. In a similar manner, "God shows His love for us in that
while we were yet sinners Christ died for us." Romans 5:8,
R.S.V. The plan of salvation was not an admission of God's
responsibility for sin, but an expression of God's love for
sinners.
Most unacceptable to the evangelical Christian is Dr.
Easton's statement:
"The grace which we need for our salvation, and which is
offered us in Christ, is not altogether 'unmerited.' God owes
us something, too. It is a two-way proposition, and any interpretation of the atonement should include not only God's forgiveness of us but also asking us to forgive Him."—Page 68.
This amazing statement resembles Job's petulant rejoinder
when he found himself in trouble:
"If I sin, what do I do to Thee, Thou Watcher of men?
Why hast thou made me Thy mark?
Why have I become a burden to Thee?
Why dost Thou not pardon my transgression
and take away my iniquity?"
Job 7:20, 21, R.S.V.

Before agreeing with Dr. Easton and Job in thus accusing God,
we might ponder Job's words after he reached greater spiritual
maturity:
"Therefore I have uttered what I did not understand,
things too wonderful for me, which I did not know."
Job 42:3, R.S.V.

We may not always understand God's ways, but we must not
challenge His love, His integrity, and His wisdom. Man must
not place himself in the judgment seat regarding God.
Dr. Easton takes a position which he terms "Christocentric
universalism." He maintains:
"If the atonement means the reconciliation of God and man,
and that is the only thing it can mean, then it must end in
universal salvation. If Jesus be the Christ, then whatever else
God may be, He is love. The meaning of the crucifixion and
the resurrection is not only that God loves but also that He has

the power and the will to overcome evil and bring victory out
of defeat. To believe that such a God could or would permit a
single soul He had created to be destroyed, or even eternally separated from Him, is a contradiction in terms."—
Pages 72, 73.
Every Christian wishes that it might be possible for all
men to be saved. We may say with confidence that God wishes
this with a greater zeal than any man can understand. But to
assume salvation for every Judas, every Pilate, every Jezebel;
to conclude that every murderer, every profligate, every blasphemer, will be saved somehow in spite of himself is not in
harmony with the divine revelation. If we are to agree with
Dr. Easton on the Biblical principle that God is love, we
must also disagree with him on the basis of the equally
prominent Biblical principle that some men will reject that
love and be eternally lost. We cannot accept the conditions
stipulated in the Bible and deny the results so clearly revealed
there.
Dr. Easton then returns to his original problem of interpreting Christianity to the non-Christian world. We agree with
him that Christianity must not be identified with Western
civilization. We also agree that the atonement must include
an interpretation of the problem of human suffering. We must
disagree with the assumption that the work of Christ must not
be presented to such people "exclusively, or even primarily,
as forgiveness of sins."—Page 74. And we must violently disagree with his position that, because God will save all people,
man's "ultimate salvation is not at stake." We must also disagree with the statement:
"Therefore the real function and imperative for Christian
missions ( and indeed for all evangelism) is not 'to snatch
brands from the burning,' but to share with others 'a more
excellent way.' "—Page 75.
It is true that the Christian is bound to point out "a more
excellent way," but such an effort is futile without an acceptance and an understanding of the Biblical teaching of redemption. "For God so loved the world that He gave His only Son,
that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have
eternal life." John 3:16, R.S.V.
It is commendable that Christians should seek better ways
of mediating the gospel to non-Christians; but it is futile to
attempt to do so by removing the gospel's power. The gospel
describes a divine act in behalf of man. This act implies
salvation from sin, not salvation in sin. This act demands the
response of faith and love on the part of the individual.
While "whosoever will may come," it is never intimated that
all will respond.
To the Galatians Paul wrote, "If we, or an angel from
heaven, should preach to you a gospel contrary to that which
we preach to you, let him be accursed." Galatians 1:8, R.S.V.
While we must seek continually to achieve a better understanding of the gospel, we must not remove the fundamental
principles of the gospel. The non-Christian will not be saved
by an emasculated gospel. We may still maintain our confidence in the great Biblical truths of man's sinfulness, of God's
love, of Christ's sacrifice, and of the uniqueness of this gospel
[END)
as the way of salvation.
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